
Meddling In Other People's Business

Question

My brother mentioned to me that he plans to buy a microwave from Eli's Electronics, and I happen to 
know that they are available for less at Avi's Appliances. Should I inform him of the better deal, or 
would this be unfair to Eli?

Answer

Ona'ah

The Chafetz Chaim rules that if one sees a naïve customer entering a store, and one recognizes the 
seller as a predator whose entire desire and goal is to cheat such customers,1 then if the seller is 
overcharging by at least a sixth,2 one must warn the customer.3 If the seller is doing nothing wrong, 
however, the Chafetz Chaim holds that it is forbidden to inform the buyer,4and that such an act would 
constitute lashon ha'ra, but it is unclear why there is anything wrong with simply pointing out to the 
customer (without criticizing the seller) that a better deal is available elsewhere.5

Al Timna Tov Mi'Be'alav

The Gemara tell us that if an employer instructs an agent to hire laborers for four zuz, and the agent 
offers them three, which they accept, then even though the laborers have no claim to the fourth zuz, as 
they accepted the rate of three, they have ta'arumos (halachically legitimate complaints) against the 
agent, as per the scriptural verse “Al timna tov me'be'alav” - “Withhold not good from them to whom it 
is due”6 This seems to indicate that where two parties are prepared to enter into a deal under specific 
terms, it is wrong of a third party to interfere on behalf of one of them at the expense of the other, and 
indeed, R. Hillel Zaks is reported to have applied this Gemara to our situation, in explanation of the 
aforementioned ruling of the Chafetz Chaim.7

I am aware of virtually no discussion in the poskim of this principle until the current era. Various 
contemporary works, however, distinguish between the type of situation before us and the case of the 
Gemara:

1 These characterizations of the buyer and seller are the Chafetz Chaim's; it is unclear whether he really means to imply 
that the Halachah would be different in less extreme situations.

2 The precise formulation of the rules of ona'ah, and the definition and determination of a baseline price against which to 
calculate ona'ah in today's market conditions – which are particularly problematic, as we do not have clear guidance on 
this point from the Halachic tradition – are beyond the scope of this article.

3 Chafetz Chaim Hilchos Rechilus klal 9 seif 10 and Be'er Mayim Chaim, and see also R. Tzvi Spitz, Mishpetei Ha'Torah 
chelek 3 siman 8.

4 He is uncertain about the case of ona'ah of less than a sixth: do we say that since ab initio such fraud is still prohibited, 
one must still warn the customer, or perhaps since ona'ah of less than a sixth is actually a s'feka de'dina, it is forbidden 
to inform on the seller. He concludes with the suggestion that since we are dealing with a s'feka de'oraisa, one should be 
stringent and not inform.

5 See R. Binyomin Cohen, Chelkas Binyamin ibid., who attempts an explanation, and see the the works of Rabbis Rozner 
and Kaufman cited in the following notes. I am indebted to my friend and colleague R. Meir Bloch for bringing several 
of the sources cited in this article to my attention.

6 Mishlei 3:27, Bava Metzia 76a.
7 Cited by R. Shlomo Rozner, Chafetz Chaim with Ali Be'er and Mekor Ha'Be'er, ibid.



• The language of various rishonim8 suggests that al timna only applies where the goods or 
services are “actually worth” the higher price, as opposed to our case where this particular seller 
happens to be charging a high price.

• Ritva9 explains that the rationale behind the principle is that since the employer could have 
simply instructed the agent to negotiate the best price possible, and instead offered a specific 
amount, he has shown that he is perfectly willing to pay that amount. In our situation, the 
customer has never indicated a willingness to pay any more than he must.10

Yored Le'Umnus Chavero

Another argument against intervention raised by some modern authors derives from the prohibition of 
yored le'umnus chavero, interfering (under certain circumstances) with another's livelihood. The classic 
examples of this involve the operation of a competing business, but R. Tzvi Spitz extends the 
prohibition to our case, arguing that the fact that the interloper is not trying to profit from the customer 
but is merely doing him a favor makes no difference, for even though the prohibition of yored le'umnus 
chavero itself only applies to a competitor who improperly takes his competitor's customer for himself, 
a related prohibition applies to anyone who deprives another of profit which had been virtually 
guaranteed prior to his interference.11 R. Yechiel Tauber, on the other hand (discussing the propriety of 
offering a ride to someone waiting for a bus at a bus stop) insists that Chazal's injunction against yored 
le'umnus chavero obviously only applies to commercial, for profit activity, but not to a simple favor, 
“and to bring proof to this is a pointless exercise”.12 A ruling of Rav Moshe Feinstein (in a somewhat 
different context), though, seems to support R. Spitz: R. Moshe asserts  that non-commercially 
motivated interference with another's livelihood is included in the prohibition of yored le'umnus 
chavero, and is actually worse than business competition, since the reason that such competition is 
normally permitted is because the second merchant has the same right to profit as the first one, but 
where one is not engaged in for profit business, he is interfering with the other's right to profit, but not 
vice versa – and this is prohibited!13

Orchei Ha'Dayanim

Yet another consideration against interference is the talmudic disapproval of behaving like orchei 
ha'dayanin14 (friends of one of the litigants in a court case, who argue their friend's case before the 
judges and attempt to sway them in his favor15); this is another source raised by some contemporary 
writers in explanation of the Chafetz Chaim's assertion of the impropriety of intervening in the affairs 
of others on behalf of one of the parties but to the detriment of another.16

Relatives and Close Friends

Several contemporary writers maintain that if the customer is one's relative or close friend, it is 

8 Shitah Mekubetzes ibid. s.v. U'le'inyan p'sak (citing Remach); Meiri ibid. s.v. Harei she'amar; Yad Ha'Chazakah 
Sechirus 9:3.

9 Ritva ibid.
10 R. Moshe Kaufman, Zera Chaim on the Chafetz Chaim ibid.; R. Rozner (himself) ibid.; and see R. Ya'akov David 

Shmahl, Kol Ha'Torah #52 pp. 198-204 and Shut. Kis'os Le'Beis David 2:98.
11 R. Spitz ibid., cited by R. Rozner.
12 R. Yechiel Tauber, Meishiv Be'Halachah siman 211.
13 Rav Moshe Feinstein, Shut. Igros Moshe choshen mishpat chelek 1 siman 38.
14 Kesuvos 52b.
15 Rashi ibid.
16 R. Rozner ibid.



appropriate to notify him of a more attractive alternative,17 unless he is a wealthy man who is 
unconcerned with saving money and obtaining the best possible price.18

Conclusions

• If Eli's price constitutes ona'ah, you must inform any prospective customers (at least in the case 
of a predatory seller and naive customer).

• Even if it does not, you may still inform a family member and perhaps even a close friend.

• Informing one who is not a family member or close friend is the subject of considerable dispute; 
the Chafetz Chaim apparently forbids this, but the basis for, and nature of, the prohibition are 
unclear.

17 R. Kaufman ibid.; R. Cohen ibid.; R. Spitz ibid.; and see R. Shmahl ibid.
18 R. Kaufman ibid.


